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This essay brings a fundamentally Americanist  question to bear on Leo
Marx’s fundamental piece of Americanist scholarship: What cultural work
does the machine-in-the-garden trope perform in literary texts, texts that—
as Marx highlighted—emphatically invoke the socio-economic upheavals
of  industrialization?  Rather  than  asking  what  the  trope  means,  I  am
interested  in  what  it  does  in  textual  environments  that,  literally  or
metaphorically, navigate a protean discourse of class.1 I want to pursue this
question in a reading of two texts that directly engage with industrialization
and its machinery, two pieces of literature written in markedly different
circumstances—one  by  an  eminently  canonical  writer  of  the  American
Renaissance, Herman Melville, the other by a woman who worked in the
factories  of  Lowell,  the  period’s  model  industrial  town.  My  reading  of
these texts aims to draw attention to the ways in which representations of
the  machine  in  the  garden  are  perspectivized:  While  engaging  with  the
juxtaposition of nature and technology, these representations always also
work  on  negotiating  social  subjectivities—on  defining,  contrasting,
authorizing, critiquing subject positions in the rapidly shifting social matrix
of an industrializing USA. In other words, I propose to not only attend to
the texts’ images of the machine in the garden but also to the imaging that
they depict. 
1 The concept of ‘cultural work’ is, of course, Jane Tompkins’s, introduced in her
seminal  Sensational  Designs  (1985).  And while  class  has only  recently  become a more
prominent item on the American studies agenda, its salience in antebellum US society
and culture has been explored by a number of scholars. Amy Schrager Lang poignantly
characterizes the developmental stage of class-relations in this period as a “rehearsal”
(2003, 17), highlighting how the social and economic transformations of the antebellum
decades  increasingly  challenged  the  nation’s  foundational  myth  of  classlessness  and
powered  an  emergent  language  of  socio-economic  distinction.  For  a  productive
complication of the term ‘class’ in the context of American literary studies, see Lavelle
(2012).
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The texts with which I  will  be concerned dramatize this  imaging as
work  that  is  deeply  situated  and  entangled  in  other  practices  of  self-
fashioning, practices which resonate with industrialism’s new regimes of
social difference. Herman Melville’s short-story “The Tartarus of Maids”
(1855) constructs a narrator who renders his encounter with industrialism
in  a  rhetoric  greatly  informed  by  the  machine-in-the-garden  trope.  By
correlating  this  figurative  practice  with  the  notably  limited  and  biased
perspective of its narrator—a perspective whose marking laminates class
and gender—the text exposes the work of socio-economic self-fashioning
enabled by the trope. The sketch “A Merrimack Reverie” (1840), published
in  the  ‘factory-girl’2 magazine  The  Lowell  Offering,  develops  a  motif  that
seems to invert the trope Marx identified—the motif of horticulture in the
factory.  This  motif  unfolds  much  ambiguity  in  the  text  which,  I  will
suggest,  registers  the  precarious  quality  of  the  magazine’s  project  to
establish the ‘factory girl’ as an affirmative subject position.
“The Tartarus of Maids”
As so  many  other  texts  by Herman Melville,  “The  Tartarus  of  Maids”
employs  a  tacitly  unreliable  first-person narrator,  whose contemplations
and efforts at sense-making seem to furnish the main interest of the short-
story. The nameless narrator had been introduced in the text’s first part,
“The  Paradise  of  Bachelors,”3 in  which  he  joined  a  group  of  London
lawyers  for  a  sumptuous  feast,  articulating  the  experience  as  one  of
‘paradisiacal’  bachelorhood.  In  “Tartarus”,  he  finds  himself  in  New
England and, propelled by a combination of “adventure” and business-
interests, travels to a paper-mill (674).4 While the text does not reveal much
about the narrator’s character, it highlights the vested interest that sends
2 The term ‘factory girl’ reflects antebellum usage and is meant to denote the social
subject-position  and  its  cultural  construction,  rather  than the  historical  women who
worked in New England’s factories.
3 David Serlin describes the literary form of the two-part text as “interdependent
portraits,  hinged  together  like  medieval  diptychs,  which  are  locked  in  a  dialectical
relationship that maintains narrative control while it questions its own authority” (81). In
“The Paradise of Bachelors and the Tartarus of Maids,” the narrator grapples with the
precise  nature  of  the  relationship  between  the  ‘paradisiacal’  and  ‘infernal’  worlds
depicted. While noting their diametrical opposition, he fails to fully comprehend it—a
failure that my reading will address in greater detail.
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him on this journey and confronts him with sights of industrialism: He is a
businessman,  “[h]aving  embarked  on  a  large  scale  in  the  seedman’s
business” who, facing happily expanding markets, is looking for ways to
cut  his  expenditures by purchasing his  paper at  the factory rather  than
“from the wholesale dealers in a neighboring town” (674). The narrator’s
discursive  management  of  his  dual  errand—business  and  adventure—is
highly  interesting:  His  account  greatly  emphasizes  the  ‘adventurous’
dimension  of  the  trip—the  thrill  of  the  ride,  the  aesthetics  of  the
landscape, his affective response to the factory-tour he receives—while all
but glossing over the business-transactions that take place.5 His storytelling
thus conspicuously works on casting the narrator as a touristic traveler and
visitor to the factory, a self-fashioning that masks his deep entanglement in
the economy that sustains the kind of industrial hell he encounters.
The short-story, then, presents itself as a travel-report that the narrator
delivers  of  his  journey  to  and  through  the  paper-mill,  whose  aesthetic
contemplations are informed by his efforts to disavow his own complicity
in the industrial economy. These aesthetic contemplations notably iterate
the machine-in-the-garden trope that Marx described. The narrator figures
his experience of industrialism as one of shockingly dissolving boundaries
that point to industrial capitalism, as the true ‘counterforce’—dissolving
boundaries  between  workers,  machines,  and  commodities;  between  the
factory,  the  landscape,  and  the  bodies  of  the  female  workers;  between
industrial production, the capitalist marketplace, and human reproduction.
While thus identifying the actual force that drives the transformations of
the  contemporary  American  socioscape,  this  figuration  also  works  at
naturalizing these transformations, at masking the agency behind them and
the narrator’s own entanglements in them. There are moments in the text
where  this  discursive  project  threatens  to  implode,  where  the  narrator
seems  to  lose  control  of  its  ideological  operations.  These  moments  in
particular  expose  the  situatedness  and  investments  of  the  narrator’s
account and imaging of the machine in the garden, opening up a space for
the reader’s critical reflection.6
4 Quotations from Melville’s short story will be indicated only by page numbers in
the following text.
5 In fact, his narrative does not directly relate the act of his purchasing, while clearly
inferring it when the narrator notes that, after his tour of the mill is finished, he is taken
to “the first room I had entered, and where the desk for transacting business stood”
(678). The actual transaction is conspicuously not narrated.
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The  narrator’s  impressions  and  contemplations  of  the  landscape
through which  he  travels  are  punctuated  by  the  motifs  that  Leo  Marx
discusses in his study.7 His account renders the point of departure for his
journey as a rural idyll, “bright farms and sunny meadows, nodding in early
June with odorous grasses”, which he leaves behind as he descends into a
landscape he depicts in explicit analogy to hell (673): Traversing a gorge
that he calls a “Dantean gateway”, he eventually reaches a “great, purple,
hopper-shaped  hollow”  that  the  locals,  as  he  relates,  call  “the  Devil’s
Dungeon” (673). There, it is a sound that makes the narrator aware of the
factory, with the suddenness that Marx identified as characteristic of the
motif:
At first I could not find the paper-mill. The whole hollow gleamed with the white,
except, here and there, where a pinnacle of granite showed one wind-swept angle
bare. The mountains stood pinned in shrouds—a pass of Alpine corpses. Where
stands  the  mill?  Suddenly,  a  whirling,  humming  sound  broke  upon  my  ear.  I
looked, and there, like an arrested avalanche, lay the large white-washed factory.
(674)
The sound of the machine that suddenly  shoots through the landscape
does not so much mark—by violating—the distinction between nature and
technology  in  the  narrative,  it  rather  accentuates  a  continuity  that  the
narrative has established throughout its depiction of the narrator’s descent
to the Devil’s Dungeon. The chief contrast in the text is between the rural
idyll from which the narrator departs and the landscape he passes as he
approaches  the  paper-mill.  This  landscape,  foreshadowing  the  ‘hellish’
conditions  at  the  factory,  presents  itself  as  nature  already  infected  and
transformed by industrial technology. An old, decayed factory-building that
the narrator encounters on his journey suggests that this landscape looks
back on a history of industrialization, framing its infernal properties as the
marks left by industrial colonization.
6 While most critics have conflated the voice of the narrator in this text with that of
its (implied)  author,  Robyn Wiegman’s and Graham Thompson’s are among the few
readings that emphasize the narrator’s unreliability. Thompson perceptively embeds this
short-story in Melville’s propensity to use narrators that “offer a version of events that is
subtly convincing and yet as interrogative of the narrators themselves and their subject
positions as it is of the events narrated” (523).
7 In fact, Marx refers to this short-story, albeit only once, to briefly illustrate the
motif of the machine’s sudden appearance in the landscape (15). I discuss the passage
from the short-story he quotes below.
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Significantly,  the  narrator  figures  these  infernal  properties  not  only
through  analogies  to  hell,8 but  layers  them with  invocations  of  female
anatomy,  sexual  intercourse,  and  gestation.  Several  scholars  have
commented on this dimension of the text. Robyn Wiegman may count as
exemplary  in  her  observations  on  how the  landscape  that  the  narrator
describes on his passage to the paper-mill resembles women’s reproductive
anatomy:  He  “encounters  the  landscape  of  a  grotesque  female  body”,
Wiegman notes (1989,  742):“Moving from ‘bright  farms’  to ‘bleak hills’
[...],  the narrator penetrates—in the masculine imaginary of heterosexual
intercourse—a  ‘Dantean  gateway’  [...],  a  dark  hellish  entrance  into  the
vagina” (ibid., 742). The “hopper-shaped hollow” at which he finds the
factory  evokes  a  uterus,  as  John  Lavelle  remarks  (2012,  115),  and  the
tellingly named ‘Blood River’ that drives the factory’s machinery conjures
up  menstruation.  The  narrator’s  depiction  of  the  mill’s  interior,  and
particularly of its machines, extends on this imaging. He observes a female
worker  strapped  into  a  phallic  machine  whose  operations  evoke  sexual
intercourse: a “huge frame of ponderous iron, with a vertical thing like a
piston periodically rising and falling upon a heavy wooden block” (675).
Later, he uses images of gestation to narrate the transformation of raw-
material into paper effected by the mill’s central machine, depicting it as a
process  in  which  “white,  wet,  wooly-looking  stuff,  not  unlike  the
albuminous  part  of  an  egg,  soft-boiled”  is  converted,  in  a  nine-minute
operation, into paper and “delivered” into the hands of a worker who, as
the narrator’s tour-guide points out, used to be a nurse (676, 677). 
I  read  these  figurations  as  signifying  on  the  narrator’s  discursive
practices,  practices  that  depict  the  manifestations  and  effects  of
industrialization in terms of dissolving boundaries not only between the
factory  and  its  surrounding  landscape,  but  also  between  the  natural
landscape and the bodies of the women who work at the factory, between
the  industrial  production  they  are  compelled  to  perform  and  the
reproduction for which their bodies are ‘actually’ designed.9 The narrator’s
8 biblical  (1991)
9 The  short-story’s  evocation  of  female  sexuality  and  reproduction  has  inspired
various  interpretations.  My  reading  here  goes  in  a  similar  direction  as  Konstanze
Kutzbach’s, who argues that—while the text critiques the exploitation of women and/as
workers—it operates on the basis of the essentialist gender-discourse that circulated in
mid-19th-century society (2007). The text’s figuration of workers as women reflects a
common practice in the period’s literature. This practice, on the one hand, responds to
the  demographics  of  New England’s  early  industrial  workforce;  discursively,  on the
other hand, it  displaces aspects  of the newly emerging  distinctions  of class  onto the
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practice of thus figuring his encounter with industrialism is interesting on
two planes. First, in its iteration of the motif of dissolving boundaries, it
takes consistent recourse to an image that diffuses questions of agency.
Nothing and nobody  causes  the  hell  that  the narrator  experiences.  His
account,  quite  literally,  naturalizes  its  occurrence  and  thus  deflects
attention not only from the socio-economic power structures that sustain
and are sustained by this ‘hell’ but also from his own involvement in them. 
Second, however, the narrator’s discursive practices do approximate—
in figurative terms—an acute analysis of industrial capitalism and its social
impact. It is particularly his image of the worker as indistinguishable, both
from the industrial machine and from the commodities she produces, that
reflects  this  latent  understanding.  The  image  of  the-worker-as-machine
emerges  when  the  narrator  describes  the  women’s  operation  of  the
machines, highlighting the ‘mechanistic’ repetitiveness of their labor which
he places in opposition to the human activity of speech: 
Not a syllable was breathed. Nothing was heard but the low, steady, overruling
hum of the iron animals. The human voice was banished from the spot. Machinery
—that vaunted slave of humanity—here stood menially served by human beings,
who served mutely and cringingly as the slave serves the Sultan. The girls did not
so much seem accessory wheels  to the general  machinery  as mere cogs to the
wheels. (675)
The image of the workers’ assimilation with their industrial environment—
whose  shocking  quality  is  augmented  by  the  reference  to  slavery—also
resonates in the first impression of the factory’s interior that the narrator
articulates,  a remark that additionally figures in the commodity that the
workers produce: “At rows of blank-looking counters sat rows of blank-
looking girls, with blank, white folders in their hands, all blankly folding
blank paper” (674). The women’s ‘blankness’, their “sheety” appearance,
affords a recurrent motif in the narrative, which metaphorically likens the
women  to  the  paper  they  make  (676).  The  image  of  the-worker-as-
commodity as well as that of the-worker-as-machine operate as powerful
metaphors  of  industrial  capitalism’s  degrading  effects,  metaphors  that
reflect an almost (Karl) Marxian analysis. The worker-as-commodity tropes
what Karl Marx theorized as the reduction of workers to the labor they can
sell,  i.e.,  the  reduction  of  human  beings  to  commodities:  “The  worker
becomes an ever cheaper commodity the more commodities he creates. [...]
already  naturalized  distinctions  of  gender.  For  a  more  detailed  discussion  of  this
dynamic, also as it applies to Melville’s short-story, see Lang (2003) and Dimock (1994).
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Labour produces not only commodities; it produces itself and the worker
as a commodity” (1978, 71). The worker-as-machine image metaphorically
captures Karl Marx’s concept of alienation, in ways also discussed by Leo
Marx in his  reading of  Romanticism’s  anti-industrial  rhetoric:  Depicting
human beings as having become machine-like “means that their behavior is
increasingly determined externally, which is to say, by invisible, abstract,
social forces unrelated (or alien) to their inward impulses”—abstract forces
that Karl Marx traced to industrial capitalism (1964, 176).
While the narrator’s figures of speech thus lucidly reflect on some of
capitalism’s fundamental dynamics, he never arrives at a full realization of
their import.  Twice in the narrative,  he seems to come close to such a
realization but is interrupted by a sudden intervention. The scenes allow
for two readings of where these interventions come from: either it is the
narrator’s  (unconscious)  self,  his  body  intervening  in  an  interpretive
activity  that  would  eventually  lead  to  an  understanding  of  his  own
complicity  in  the  system  that  exploits  women/workers;  or  it  is  a
representative of capital who, in each instance, steps between the narrator
and  actual  understanding.  In  one  of  these  scenes,  the  narrator  stands
transfixed before the factory’s central machine, and pondering it inspires
reflections that—in ways reminiscent of the “technological sublime” Leo
Marx  theorizes—come  close  to  making  a  connection  between  the
machinery of industrial capitalism and the workers’ pain he has noticed:
“Before my eyes—there,  passing in slow procession along the wheeling
cylinders, I seemed to see, glued to the pallid incipience of the pulp, the yet
more  pallid  faces  of  all  the  pallid  girls  I  had  eyed  that  day.  Slowly,
mournfully, beseechingly, yet unresistingly, they gleamed along, their agony
dimly outlined on the imperfect paper” (678). At this point, his appointed
tour-guide  yanks  the  narrator  away  from  the  object  of  his  critical
meditation: “‘Halloa! the heat of the room is too much for you [...] Come
out, Sir—out—out,’ and, with the protecting air  of a careful father,  the
precocious  lad  hurried  me  outside”  (678).  The  second  scene  has  the
narrator talk to a character named Old Bach—“the principle proprietor” of
the mill—in the context of his (narratively unacknowledged) purchasing of
the paper (678). Asking Old Bach about the workers and learning that, by
company policy, they are all unmarried, the narrator begins to reflect on
the  celibacy  enforced  in  and  by  the  factory—reflections  that  seem to
revolve around an imaging of the factory as a cloistral-like space in which
the women are ‘wed’ to industrial capitalism. His thoughts are markedly
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inarticulate:  “some  pained  homage  to  their  pale  virginity  made  me
involuntarily bow” and a “strange emotion filled me” (678). In a dynamic
that echoes the earlier scene, Old Bach interrupts the narrator’s reflections
precisely at the point when he seems to be on the brink of understanding:
“‘Your cheeks look whitish, Sir,’ said the man, gazing at me narrowly. ‘You
must be careful going home. Do they pain you at all now? It’s a bad sign if
they do’” (678). 
These two scenes compellingly dramatize the narrator’s approximation
of but ultimate failure to reach an understanding of the industrial spectacle
he has witnessed, in ways that reflect both on his middle-class subjectivity
and on the nature of industrial capitalism. They do so not only by staging
these  well-timed  interruptions,  but  also  by  highlighting  the  narrator’s
inability  to  verbally  express  his  realizations.  His  inarticulateness  is  even
more apparent in the text’s storyworld, where the narrator’s vision of the
workers’  faces  on  the  paper  that  passes  through  the  machine  remains
unpronounced.  To  the  contrary,  what  the  narrator  articulates  when  he
meets  Old  Bach  immediately  after  the  scene  is  a  cliched  clichéd
compliment  on  the  factory’s  technology:  “Yours  is  a  most  wonderful
factory. Your great machine is a miracle of inscrutable intricacy” (678). But
also on the level of his narrative discourse, the narrator cannot verbalize
what he seems to begin to understand. His responses are conspicuously
non-verbal—a  “bow”  and  a  “strange  emotion”.  The  narrator’s  failing
language—troping  his  inability  or  unwillingness  to  fully  understand  the
spectacle of industrial capitalism—culminates in his final words. On his
way  back  up  the  ravine,  he  pauses  and  looks  back  on  the  paper-mill,
exclaiming “Oh! Paradise of Bachelors! and oh! Tartarus of Maids!” (678).
This “oh!”, reminiscent of the “ah!” with which Melville has the narrator in
“Bartleby  the Scrivener”  end  his  account,  presents  a  conclusion  to  the
narrator’s  experience  that  draws  emphatic  attention  to  its  own
inarticulateness. The “oh!” marks a latency of understanding as well as an
affective response, which the text’s ending specifically connects with the
question of the interrelationship between the worlds of mirthful affluence
and wretched labor that its two parts depict—a question that ultimately
involves the narrator’s own positionality.
By  thus  demarcating  the  limitations  of  its  narrative  voice,  the  text
draws attention to the investments that inform the narrator’s storytelling. It
exposes the situatedness of  his engagement with industrialism and frames
his  responses—which  tap  into  the  rhetoric  of  ‘the  machine  in  the
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garden’—as a specifically middle-class encounter with industrialism. The
imagery of  shockingly dissolving boundaries that the text adapts from the
machine-in-the-garden  trope  and  puts  into  the  mind  and mouth  of  its
narrator are framed as his ambivalent confrontation and struggle with the
middle class’s entanglement in the economy of  industrial capitalism.
“A Merrimack Reverie”
In contrast to the fictional workers in Melville’s short-story—marked by
their  silence  as  well  as  the  blankness  they  share  with  the  paper  they
produce—the  historical  women  who  worked  in  New  England’s  early
factories  were  quite  vocal  and  produced  a  notable  amount  of  writing.
Literary  magazines  “written  by  factory  girls”10 were  a  wide-spread
phenomenon in  the region’s  industrial  towns in  the 1840s.  The literary
projects  pursued  by  these  writers  were  overdetermined  by  their  socio-
economic  position  in  antebellum US society.  Magazines  like  The  Lowell
Offering specifically  cast  the  authorial  voices  they  compiled  as  those  of
factory  girls,  and  most  of  their  texts—featuring  factory-girl  characters
and/or narrators—explicitly or implicitly address social expectations about
industrial  workers.  Writing,  especially in the modes of genteel literature,
serves these authors as a strategy to distance themselves from images of
proletarian degradation like those articulated by Melville’s short-story and
circulated even more widely  by popular  ‘exposé’  fiction,11 and to claim
inclusion  in  a  category  of  ‘Americans’  conceived,  in  accordance  with
hegemonic discourse,  as classless.  The very performance of writing as a
factory girl—or, as Sylvia Cook puts it in her study of working women’s
literature, of “presum[ing] to pursue a life of the mind while performing
labors  of  the  body”—engages  with  the  shifting  social  matrix  in  the
industrializing nation and seeks to carve out an affirmative subject position
for the period’s (female) industrial worker (2008, 3).
10 “Written by Factory Girls” is the subtitle of The Lowell Offering (1840-45), the most
renowned venue of factory-girl-literature. 
11 There are several sensationalist novels from this period that focus on the suffering
of female industrial workers, often by figuring her exploitation through variations of the
well-established  seduction  plot.  See,  e.g.,  Osgood  Bradbury’s  The  Mysteries  of  Lowell
(1844) or J.A.B.’s Mary Bean: The Factory Girl (1850).
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In the following, I single out a particular motif that appears in a notable
number of factory-girl texts, a motif that operates within this project of
negotiating working women’s social position while deeply resonating with
the rhetoric that Leo Marx examines in his study: the motif of horticulture
in an industrial environment, of potted plants inside the factory. Evoking
while inverting the machine-in-the-garden trope, the motif also builds on
the  juxtaposition  of  apparently  oppositional  signifiers  of  nature  and
technology. The affective response that this juxtaposition targets—not the
irritation of the classic trope but in many ways its opposite—immediately
contributes to the overarching discursive project of factory-girl-literature.
At the same time, however, the motif also registers the difficult, haphazard
quality of this project—to aim at minimizing class distinctions at a time
when social and economic developments were rapidly exacerbating them.
This precariousness manifests itself in moments of tension or ambiguity in
and around the motif of plants in the mill. My discussion will focus on one
exemplary text, which I will embed in its textual environment of factory-
girl-literature—the sketch “A Merrimack Reverie,”  written by Abigail,  a
pseudonym used by Abby D. Turner12
13 The remainder of  the short sketch tracks  the narrator’s imaginary
journey along the river, past Lake Winnipisseogee and Pawtucket Falls as
well as several canals, each of which inspires a set of meditations, before
the narrator returns to the diegetic here and now of the factory, where “the
machinery in our room was rattling away as merily [sic] as ever” (30). While
the  reference  to  potted  plants  in  an individual  text  like  this  may seem
slight, it  receives marked emphasis from its textual environment: In the
whole body of factory-girl-literature, horticulture in the mills emerges as a
well-carved out theme. Jane Weiss, in her study of the correlation between
nature and spirituality in The Lowell Offering, surveys a significant number of
texts that discuss plants and flowers in the factories (2011). One such text
is published in immediate vicinity of Abigail’s sketch. The editorial of the
12 Pseudonymous  publication  was  customary  in  The  Lowell  Offering.  The  former
‘factory girl’ and contributor to The Lowell Offering, Harriet Hanson Robinson, compiled a
key to the pseudonyms which Judith Ranta lists in her excellent Women and Children of the
Mills  (1999, 300).  Robinson’s  autobiography is also the only source available  for any
information  about  Abby  D.  Turner.  Robinson  notes  that  Turner  joined  the  Lowell
workforce together with her sister  Elizabeth at the young age that was common for
‘factory girls.’ She further recalls her as “one of the earliest writers for The Offering; her
first contribution was written when she was sixteen years of age.” (1898, 192).
13 Subsequent quotations from this story will be indicated only by page numbers in
brackets.
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issue that contains her text is dedicated to the topic: “We have been greatly
pleased with the taste and care displayed in the introduction and culture of
plants and flowers, on all the Corporations. [...] it is highly gratifying to see
them exalted to companionship in the sitting-room and parlor. [...].  It is
especially gratifying to behold them thriving beneath the kindly care of the
female  operatives  in  our  factory”  (Anon.,  1840,  32).  The  intertextual
network  in  which  an  individual  text  like  “A  Merrimack  Reverie”  is
embedded thus greatly accentuates its brief reference to horticulture and
allows it to emerge as part of a larger topos.
The motif of plants and flowers in the mills appears to work like an
inversion  of  the  machine-in-the-garden  trope,  staging  a  ‘surprising’
intrusion of nature in a setting marked by industrial technology. Also its
discursive function seems to invert that of the ‘original’ trope, aiming to
soothe—rather  than  express  and  explore—anxieties  around
industrialization. This soothing, on the one hand, is effected by casting a
technologized environment as hospitable to nature. The image of potted
plants on the factory’s window-sills seems to iterate what Marx described
as  the  idea  of  the  ‘middle  landscape,’  a  space  in  which  nature  and
civilization are reconciled. On the other hand, the reassurance offered by
the image of flowers in the mills also speaks to anxieties around class and
gender. Horticulture is an activity linked to the performance of class- as
well  as  gender-identity.  As  the  wording  of  the  above  quoted  editorial
illustrates,  potted  plants  and  flowers  liken  the  factory  shopfloor  to  the
parlor,  the  period’s  emblematic  space  of  both  femininity  and  middle-
classness. The motif of horticulture immediately targets images of working-
class degradation and of industrial labor’s dehumanizing effects, allowing
texts like Abigail’s sketch to distance the factory girl from such images.
Claiming the factory as an ersatz-parlor, the text emphatically constructs
the subject-position of the factory girl as consonant with the period’s ideal
of the True Woman.14
However, the motif’s operation as an inversion of the machine-in-the-
garden trope in “A Merrimack Reveries” is irritated by the text’s almost
complete silence on trappings of industrialism—a feature that the sketch
shares  with  most  publications  in  The  Lowell  Offering.  The  factory’s
14 “True  Womanhood”  is  the  term  Barbara  Welter  uses  to  denote  the  period’s
normative ideal of femininity, encompassing the virtues of piety, purity, domesticity, and
submissiveness (1966). The motif of horticulture is one strategy by which the magazine’s
texts  stage  the  factory  as  a  quasi-domestic  space,  in  an  effort  to  approximate  the
ideology’s mandate of domesticity.
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machinery is addressed only once, regarding its sound—whose depiction as
‘happy rattling’ appears like a gross defamiliarization15—while, as objects,
the machines remain unrepresented. The plants are the only objects in the
mill’s interior that the text discusses,  and their care is the only work its
narrator  is  shown  to  perform.  The  introduction  of  an  emblem  of
pastoralism appears to absorb the text’s  attention,  its  effort  to cast  the
factory as coextensive with bourgeois domesticity seems to distract from
its  original  project  of  writing  the  factory  girl  and  her  industrial
environment. What the text depicts, after all, is not the reconciliation of
the ‘middle landscape,’ nor is it a subject-position that reconciles the model
of bourgeois femininity with wage labor in an industrial setting. It rather
eclipses the industrial machine and the labor that is associated with it to
facilitate  a  quasi-escape  into  nature.  This  conspicuous  absence  greatly
signifies in the text. It is deeply connected to the motif of horticulture in
the mills, whose elaboration in texts like Abigail’s sketch entails an erasure
of industrial labor and machinery.
“A  Merrimack  Reverie”  apparently  advances  this  erasure  by  the
movement of its plot, which takes the narrator outside of the factory, on
an imaginary journey along the river. The narrator’s industrial labor is not
part of the narrative—the story-time is demarcated as a break of “leisure”
that she takes. Yet while this textual move, on one level, further aids the
absencing  of  industrial  labor,  it  also  enables  the  text  to  address
industrialism and its regime of labor after all,  to figure it indirectly in a
narrative  that  draws  on  well-established  literary  formulas.  This  indirect
figuration  begins  with  the  text’s  adaptation  of  the  travel-plot.  The
narrator’s journey is not real in the text’s storyworld but, as additionally
highlighted  by  the  text’s  title,  only  takes  place  in  her  imagination.  The
imaginary  quality  of  her  journey,  which  markedly  distinguishes  her
narrative from the numerous travel-narratives that punctuate antebellum
literature, highlights her immobility, a confinement that resonates with the
industrial regime of labor, while expressing a deep desire for mobility, for
escape. This desire particularly registers in the language of regret through
which the narrator relates even her imaginary return to the factory: “Being
obliged  to  leave  this  sweet  and  quiet  spot,  and  return  to  the  city  of
spindles, I began more leisurely to retrace my course” (29). As a fantasy,
15 The Cotton Mills Museum in Lowell periodically sets their exhibited machines in
motion  to  give  visitors  an  impression  of  the  deafening  noise  they  emitted.  The
debilitating noise is one of the most frequent items of complaint in texts by Lowell’s
workers in this period.
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the travel-narrative brings the factory back into the text and expresses a
discontent with industrial labor that stands in marked tension to the text’s
surface.
A second dynamic by which  the  text  indirectly  figures  industrialism
concerns its development of the potted plant as a transcendental gateway:
Examining her plants sets in motion the narrator’s imaginary journey, a
series of associations and reflections that move from the plants to the river
on the other side of the window, and along the river’s natural as well as
‘man-made’  course.  At  the beginning, the trajectory of these reflections
seems to aim at a didactic endorsement of industrialization: Passing various
natural  phenomena  along the  banks  of  the river,  culminating  in  a  lake
whose  ‘wilderness’  is  accentuated  by  the  narrator’s  comment  on  “the
beautiful  name given  it  by the  Indians”  (29),  the  narrative  arrives  at  a
waterfall harnessed in the service of industry: “Here I again paused, not as
before to  admire  the beauties  of  nature  alone,  but  to  observe also the
wonderful works of art in dams, and canals, to raise, receive and carry the
water through almost every part of the city, and then causing it to put in
motion such a vast quantity of machinery, by which thousands of persons
are profitably employed” (29). The passage raises the expectation that this
would be the point of the narrator’s return, that her narrative would follow
up on the apparent  resonance between the harnessed waterfall  and the
machines she operates to bring the factory girl back to the factory. The
image of horticulture that stood at the beginning of this associative chain
—emphatically an instance of cultivated nature—seems to anticipate such
a gist of the plot. However, this is not what the text delivers. Its narrator
both delays her metaphorical return to the factory and directly challenges
the  industrialist  euphoria  the  text  had  seemed  to  invoke:  “while  our
admiration is deeply excited by the contemplation of all these noble works
of  art,  and  the  readiness  with  which  the  powers  of  nature  are  made
subservient to the use and benefit of the community, we cannot but be
forcibly  struck  with  their  inferiority,  when  compared  with  the  sublime
scenes  of  nature” (29).  The text  immediately  proceeds  to illustrate  this
hierarchy:  While  technologized  nature  provides  for  ‘profitable
employment,’ the sublime wilderness enables the text’s reflections on god
and  human  nature.  In  thus  juxtaposing  wilderness  and  technologized
nature, the sketch not only values the ‘work’ of philosophical and spiritual
contemplation over that of waged labor, it also dramatizes their difference
in  literary  productivity.  The  meditations  inspired  by ‘uncivilized’  nature
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provide for the bulk of Abigail’s sketch, a textual presence that throws into
relief the absence of ‘profitable employment’ as a subject of her writing.
The text here confronts the logic by which hegemonic discourse in the
period reconciles the machine and the garden, as Marx argues, in a rhetoric
of progress, emphasizing rather their distinction from the subject-position
of  an  industrial  worker.16 Again,  the  tacit  protest  articulated  here  rubs
against the note of cheerfulness with which the sketch ends, the strange
image of the machines’ ‘cheerful rattling.’
Such moments of tension or ambiguity coalesce around the motif of
horticulture  in  the  mills—an  effort  to  reconcile  the  machine  with  the
garden that ends up erasing the machine from the surface of the text; a
retreat  from  the  factory  that  ends  up  re-inscribing  the  experience  of
industrial labor into the narrative; and an endorsement of “the ideology of
American industrialism” that ends in its challenge (Marx, 1964, 158). I read
these moments as symptoms of the discursive problems that the project of
genteel  factory-girl  literature  confronts.  The  hegemonic  discourses  that
these texts try to adapt—in order to fashion female workers into classlessly
‘American’ True Women and to cast the factoryas coextensive with the
True  Woman’s  domestic  habitat--resist  such  adaptation.  As  in  Herman
Melville’s very different text, images of the confrontation between nature
and  industrial  technology  emerge  as  deeply  situated  productions  in  the
sketch,  serving  as  a  platform  for  the  conflicted  negotiation  of  social
subjectivities.  These  two  exemplary  readings  thus  alert  us  to  the
perspectivized work of imaging that underwrites literary representations of
the machine in the garden and to the complex politics they unfold.
16 Such glorifications of ‘wild’ nature vis-a-vis cultured or technologized nature is a
recurrent theme in factory-girl literature. As Chad Montrie argues, this theme constitutes
a key discourse by which workers express  their  “resistance to mill labor” (2008, 14),
articulating their discontent with a regime of labor that entailed “routine confinement
among clattering machinery and noxious lamp smoke” (ibid., 22).
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